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Honest Thomas         
St. John’s Church, NF       May 4, 2014 

 
 The Gospel reading this morning of the disciples’ encounter with the risen 

Christ, including Doubting Thomas, as he has been labeled, sums up for us the 

major import of the resurrection experience for Jesus’ followers, and subsequently, 

the early Church: “Jesus lives” report the other disciples, and, after he has 

experienced for himself, Thomas cries, “My Lord and My God.” After Jesus’ death 

on the cross, his followers became convinced that He was somehow very much 

among the living. (In Luke’s telling of the story, the man in white at the tomb asks: 

“Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.”) 

The disciples realized that, just as he had promised, Jesus was still with them. 

Such an encounter with the risen Jesus, whether first-hand or not, demands a 

response, and the early Christians called him, as does Thomas, “Lord and God.” 

 The brief passage today from the book of Acts also emphasizes the 

elevation of Jesus to this divine position; the early Christians repeated it over and 

over: Jesus, executed by Rome, killed by the authorities, is now “exalted . . . as 

Leader and Savior” and his followers “must obey God rather than any human 

authority.” Hence, Thomas’ cry, “My Lord and my God,” expresses the meaning of 

the Easter experience, then and now.  

 The story of Thomas in the gospel of John does not have to be read 

negatively. There is no condemnation of Thomas in the story: he wants what many 

Christians through the centuries have wanted, his own first-hand experience of the 
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risen Jesus; his wish is granted him, for Jesus appears. The words of Jesus which 

close the passage do not have to be read with an accusing tone; rather, they 

affirm that those who believe without first-hand experience, like so many of us, 

are also blessed: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to 

believe.” Such is the faith of the vast majority of Christians through the ages. Few 

have had a vision of the risen Christ like that of Thomas. 

 In the past, one could be chastised for being a Doubting Thomas, as if it was 

wrong to doubt or ask questions. One of my clergy friends calls him “Honest 

Thomas.” We’re more open and honest today, I like to think, about doubts and 

questions. Doubts are normal. Questions are good. How else do we learn anything? 

“Why?” says a child over and over, and learns. When I was teaching, often a 

student would comment, “How come you always answer our questions with 

another question?” And I would answer, “What’s wrong with questions?” I know 

you have had sessions from Living the Questions here at St. John’s, and the title 

of that series sums up the approach of modern faith. Living the Christian life today 

isn’t a matter of believing a whole set of statements about Jesus; it’s a matter of 

believing Jesus, that is, believing that the way of living and loving he taught and 

modeled is the way of truth and life; it’s a matter of being faithful to his way, as 

he was faithful to the end. 

 The Easter experience liturgically includes Palm Sunday, Good Friday and 

Easter Sunday. So many people do not come to the services during Holy Week, so 
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they miss the experience and import of Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. If a 

person just comes to church on Sundays only, he gets the joy of Palm Sunday and 

the joy of Easter, without walking through the agony of Good Friday, the bleakest 

day, admittedly, in the Christian calendar. “Too depressing,” many people have 

told me, and I have been challenged forcefully in the past for ending the Palm 

Sunday service with the Good Friday liturgy, as we did this year. “Leaves people on 

a downer,” I was admonished. But such comments miss the important point that 

Easter is not just about resurrection; it’s about death and resurrection, more 

specifically, execution and resurrection: “This Jesus whom you crucified.” Someone 

asked me once, “why did Jesus go to Jerusalem?” implying by the question, that if 

Jesus had simply avoided going to Jerusalem, he could have avoided arrest and 

execution. But the gospel narratives present Jesus deliberately going from Galilee 

to Jerusalem, on a journey toward confrontation with the powers that ruled his 

world so unjustly, Rome and the Jewish temple collaborators. The whole Last Week 

narrative presents Jesus’ non-violent resistance to the powers that be. Jesus knew 

what he was doing and how it would end; his actions and words confronted 

injustice, and he paid the price by his death. He wasn’t following a pre-ordained 

plan by God; God doesn’t will the death of an innocent man. Rather, Jesus 

remained faithful to his vision of God and God’s kingdom to the end. 

 Marcus Borg has a wonderful phrase to describe Jesus’ death: not that he 

died for our sins, but that he died because of our sins. “Were you there when they 
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crucified my Lord?” The implied answer of that lovely spiritual is, of course, “Yes, I 

was there.” Every time there is injustice, every time I am complicit in selfish 

actions or desires which subjugate another, deprive another of abundant life, Jesus 

dies again—one more nail in the cross. Are we part of today’s dominant empire 

that oppresses others? The Easter experience calls for personal and political 

transformation: ‘My Lord and my God.” In the service of baptism we renew our 

vows, which emphasize the personal and political nature of our commitment to the 

way of our Lord: 

Celebrant Will you persevere in resisting evil and, whenever 
you fall into sin, repent and return to the Lord? 
Celebrant Will you proclaim by word and example the good 
news of God in Christ? 
Celebrant Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving 
your neighbour as yourself? 
Celebrant Will you strive for justice and peace among all 
people, and respect the dignity of every human 
being? 
People I will, with God’s help. 
 
Compassion is the heart of God and justice is the outward form of compassion. 

Honest Thomas’ personal experience of the risen Christ is not for all. Few 

Christians through the ages have had a vision of the risen Christ like Thomas or 

like St. Paul on the road to Damascus, which happened a few years after the 

crucifixion. You and I may not have “seen the Lord” as presented in the 

resurrection stories, but we have nevertheless come to believe that Jesus is Lord 

and we have committed ourselves to follow him as my Lord and my God. And we 

are truly blessed. 


